Summary Laboratory colonies of the pouched mouse (Saccostomus campestris) were housed in solid bottom cages and fed a varied diet containing excess fatty acids. Ringtail was only initiated in animals of all ages, from populations originating from different areas of South Africa, when the relative humidity fell below 30070. The incidence of ringtail was curtailed by maintaining relative humidity above 45% in animal houses.
Summary
Laboratory colonies of the pouched mouse (Saccostomus campestris) were housed in solid bottom cages and fed a varied diet containing excess fatty acids. Ringtail was only initiated in animals of all ages, from populations originating from different areas of South Africa, when the relative humidity fell below 30070. The incidence of ringtail was curtailed by maintaining relative humidity above 45% in animal houses.
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Ringtail has been reported in three species of rodents maintained under laboratory conditions; the Norwegian rat, Rattus norvegicus (Njaa et al., 1957) , the house mouse, Mus musculus (Nelson, 1960) and the white-tailed hamster, Mystromys albicaudatus (Stuhlmann & Wagner, 1971) . The incidence of the condition increases as relative humidity falls below 40% (Njaa et al., 1957; Totton, 1958) , although Flynn's (1967) study of ringtail in R. norvegicus suggested that the condition is only present in young rats ( < 9 days old) when these are housed in cages with wire mesh bottoms at relative humidities below 60070. The addition of 5% corn-oil (which has a high content of unsaturated fatty acids) to the rats' diet delayed the onset of ringtail and hastened recovery, whilst some strains of laboratory rats (Wistar, Sprague-Dawley) were more susceptible to ringtail than others (Long-Evans, Sherman) (Flynn, 1967) .
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The present report concerns the incidence of this condition in a fourth species, the pouched mouse, Saccostomus campestris (Rodentia, Cricetomyinae). S. campestris is a docile animal, well suited for use in the laboratory (Davis, 1963) and has been employed in bilharzia research in southern Africa for several years (Pitchford & Visser, 1970) .
Materials and methods
Pouched mice were housed separately in polypropylene rat cages with solid bases (Labotec, Isando). They were provided with rat pellets (Epol, Vereniging) and water ad libitum and the diet was occasionally supplemented with sunflower seeds, apples, carrots and lettuce. Shredded paper and sawdust (pine and meranti shavings) were provided for bedding and the cages were cleaned twice weekly.
Laboratory bred and wild-caught pouched mice were maintained under the following conditions:
Breeding Colony. 14L: lODat 22±2°C. Relative humidity was not controlled, and ranged between <25% (winter) and >45% (summer)
Wild-caught animals. 14L: IOD at 2S±2°C.
Relative humidity controlled at either < 30070 or >45% Wild-caught animals. lOL: 14D at 1O±2°C.
Relative humidity controlled at either < 30% or >45%.
The incidence of ringtail was monitored continuously in all three groups of pouched mice.
Results and discussion Over 50% of pouched mice in the breeding colony developed ringtail during winter when the relative humidity fell below 25070. In contrast, ringtail was not observed during summer when the mean relative humidity exceeded 40%.
The wild pouched mice were collected from throughout South Africa (pofadder, Rustenburg, Satara, Beaufort West, and Kimberley), and these populations differ genetically (Gordon, 1986) . However, all five populations developed ringtail after 2 months in captivity when housed at a relative humidity of less than 30%. Furthermore, the wild pouched mice in group 3, maintained under short photoperiod at lOoC, were more susceptible to ringtail than those in group 2 under long photoperiod at 25°C. Both adult and juvenile pouched mice displayed the condition and affected animals lost up to 80% of their tail length, although they remained healthy in all other respects.
The incidence of ringtail was curtailed by maintaining the relative humidity above 45% in animal houses and the condition was not observed in any of the three groups maintained at this RH irrespective of photoperiod or temperature. In contrast to Flynn's (1967) report of ringtail in R. norvegicus, the present study suggests that ringtail in S. campestris was caused by low relative humidity alone as the condition was apparent in animals of all ages from a variety of different populations when housed in cages with solid bottoms. However, the effect of diet on the incidence of ringtail in the pouched mouse requires further research as components of the diet used in this study (Epol rat pellets and sunflower seeds) contain ample quantities of fatty acids.
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Conclusion
We recommend that pouched mice should be held in captivity at a relative humidity in excess of 45%.
